High and Downing College; he, too, had been a McIver protégé). His career as a reviewer and music journalist was now underway. But he signed his first reviews as Calum MacDonald: there was a Malcolm MacDonald already writing for Gramophone. He remained Calum MacDonald even after the demise of his homonym, contributing most of his reviews in recent years to International Record Review and BBC Music. The BBC regularly commissioned programme notes for the Proms and other concerts, too.
With his partner, the artist Libby Valdez, whom he had met in 1976, he moved to Gloucester, to a house in Stanley Downton on the River Frome, coming into London only when the occasion required it; they married in 2011. He had been writing CD booklet notes for some years, of course, but now became what sometimes seemed a one-man booklet-note industry, writing for a wide range of labels on an even wider range of composers, although with Brahms, Brian and Foulds at its core -if you wanted a note on one of them, he was the obvious man to ask. My CD label, Toccata Classics, was one of those regularly commissioning essays from him, because you knew exactly what you would get: an elegant, insightful text delivered on time and requiring only the tiniest of editorial tweaks, with an uncanny knack of catching the essence of a piece of music in words. You knew a MacDonald text before you glimpsed his name at the end of it, and when you read one of his descriptive commentaries you felt you knew the piece of music in question even before you had heard it.
An aggressive cancer was diagnosed before a visit to Australia for a performance of Brian's Gothic Symphony in 2010, and so he adopted an equally aggressive anti-cancer diet, his continuing vigour astonishing his oncologist on every visit. His written output not only seemed undiminished by his illness; it appeared to increase, as if in defiance. And he was working to the end: on Monday, 19 May, he promised me I'd have a booklet essay I was waiting for in a couple of days, but a day later he collapsed and was admitted to Leckhampton Hospice; there, early in the morning of 27 May, he died. He was 66 years old. Musicians and musicologists around the world had got used to picking his brains, and he shared his knowledge generously and freely. His death leaves a gap in our lives, both professional and personal, which no one else can fill; in the past few weeks I've found myself formulating all manner of questions I want to ask him and no longer can.
He had been composing since his schooldays, with an output mainly of piano pieces and songs, described by the few who saw them as lyrical, often sweet, but with a bitter, dissonant bite. One work that achieved limited circulation in a private recording was a piano prelude, A Waste of Seas, evoking the magnificent isolation of the Hebrides. If you asked Malcolm about his own music, he would answer your question directly but then soon change the subject. I did once request a work-list so that I could see exactly what he had composed, but none ever arrived, and I'm not sure he ever put one together. (A suggestion that he collect his best essays for a volume entitled Malcolm MacDonald on Music met with a similar response.) He was working on a large-scale orchestral piece when he died -and just how skilfully he could write for large forces was demonstrated by his orchestration of the last tableau of Roberto Gerhard's ballet Soirées de Barcelone. How far he got with his own piece remains to be seen; it may yet occasion a radical reassessment of the range of his abilities. 
